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Corporate Social Responsibility as a Strategic 
Opportunity for Small Firms during Economic 
Crises*
by José M. Moneva-Abadía, Dolores Gallardo-Vázquez, and  
M. Isabel Sánchez-Hernández
The aim of this study is to analyze if there is a direct causal relationship between small firms’ 
orientation toward corporate social responsibility and their competitive success, mediated by 
innovation and performance. A structural equation model has been applied to a sample of 758 
small Spanish firms. The results indicate that, in times of economic crisis, socially responsible 
strategies are a determining factor in firms’ competitiveness. Pragmatic advice for practitioners 
derives from research results, considering that social responsibility represents an opportunity for 
small firms in the complex and turbulent time. The findings encourage small firms to manage 
operations responsibly as a guarantee of market success.
Introduction
Corporate interest in the development of 
socially responsible initiatives has increased 
significantly in the twenty-first century. Being 
socially responsible is a strategic option that 
needs to be seriously considered because every 
effort that companies make in this direction 
is likely to result in sustainable development, 
which translates into firms’ better management 
and, thereby, into competitive success.
A market-oriented organization carries out 
actions under the current marketing concept of 
satisfying customer needs (Kholi and Jaworski 
1989, 1990; Narver and Slater 1990). However, 
from the perspective of CSR, in line with the 
Stakeholder Theory (Johnson and Scholes, 
2002; Freeman 1984; Ruf et al. 2001), the con-
cept of market expands and it is no longer 
enough to satisfy customers. In the new cor-
porate social responsibility (CSR) framework, 
the organization aims to meet the demands 
of all stakeholders (Gallardo-Vázquez and 
Sánchez-Hernández 2014a, 2014b; Orlitzky and 
Swanson 2012). Consequently, firms oriented 
toward CSR tend to satisfy the needs of their 
stakeholders, who are demanding more atten-
tion be paid to social and environmental issues, 
with more transparency and better accountabil-
ity. Moreover, relevant theories suggest that CSR 
facilitates innovation and business performance 
since CSR has been observed to have positive 
impacts on these variables (Agyemang and 
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Ansong 2017; Ansong 2017; Gallardo-Vázquez 
and Sánchez-Hernández 2014a; Gibson and 
Naquin 2011; Jansson et al. 2017; Marín, Marín 
and Rubio 2017; Martínez-Conesa, Soto-Acosta, 
and Palacios-Manzano 2017; Martínez-Martínez 
et al. 2017; Pipatprapa, Huang, and Huang 
2017; Surroca, Tribó, and Waddock 2010).
Recent studies highlight many benefits from 
adopting socially responsible activities, which 
can include all corporate areas (Stevens et al. 
2005): human resources (Ali and Jung 2017; 
Delgado-Ferraz and Gallardo-Vázquez 2016; 
Glavas and Piderit 2009), financial (Brammer 
and Millington 2008; Husted and de Sousa-Filho 
2017), and commercial (Katamba, Nkiko, and 
Ademson 2016; Luo and Bhattacharya 2006). A 
particularly relevant benefit is obtaining com-
petitive advantages (Bernal-Conesa, de Nieves-
Nieto, and Briones-Peñalver 2017; Calabrese et al. 
2013; Greening and Turban 2000; Marín,  Rubio, 
and Maya 2012; Marín, Martín, and Rubio 2017; 
Stoian and Gilman 2017). From a theoretical 
view, companies that engage in socially respon-
sible initiatives are more competitive, evidencing 
the growing importance of this aspect (Boulouta 
and Pitelis 2014; Chang 2011; López, García, 
and Rodríguez 2007; Stoian and Gilman 2017). 
In this context, it could be relevant to find an 
explanation for the causal relationship between 
this new business management variable and the 
most basic of firms’ objectives—competitiveness.
The above are revealing findings about the 
role of CSR, showing that CSR can benefit busi-
nesses and, therefore, that it creates opportu-
nities for growth by encouraging companies to 
innovate and frequently achieve greater success 
than their competitors (Gupta and Sharma 2009; 
Pipatprapa, Huang, and Huang 2017). In times 
of crisis, CSR can thus go from being a threat 
to being an opportunity (Blanton, Blanton, and 
Peksen 2015; Cumming, Hou, and Lee 2016; 
Fernández-Feijóo Souto 2009; Giannarakis and 
Theotokas 2011; Heras-Saizarbitoria, Boiral, 
and Arana 2016; Miras Rodríguez, Escobar, and 
Carrasco 2013). This predictive aspect of CSR—
as a driver of competitiveness—is more obvi-
ous in large companies since this context is 
where traditionally these initiatives have been 
more easily implemented. However, research 
has shown that many smaller firms suffer even 
more than large companies in times of crisis, so 
the former could be the most interested in the 
results of the present study.
The large number of small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) worldwide have a great 
strategic value for all countries and regions 
since these companies contribute to a consid-
erable part of economic growth (Jansson et al. 
2017; González-Loureiro and Pita-Castelo 2012; 
Klewitz and Hansen 2014; Murillo and Lozano 
2006; Preuss and Perschke 2010). They are not 
only the largest contributors to regional econ-
omies but also the firms most affected in times 
of crisis, because crisis leads to unpredictable 
environmental changes, which compel SMEs to 
modify their operations in the market for sur-
vival (Chung et al. 2010; Yu and Lindsay 2016). 
Therefore, they deserve the best support and 
advice available to continue operating at an 
optimal level of performance (Hodorogel 2009; 
Soininen et al. 2012).
The confluence of these two main topics—
CSR and SMEs—has led to research on the 
levels of CSR generated by companies’ ini-
tiatives. The resulting findings are of interest 
for both the companies themselves and other 
stakeholders. Previous studies have already 
proved measurement instruments for different 
CSR contexts (Delgado-Ferraz and Gallardo-
Vázquez 2016; Fatma Rahman, and Khan 
2014; Lu, Lee, and Cheng 2012; Pérez-Ruiz 
and Rodríguez del Bosque 2013; Turker 2009). 
The literature also includes empirical research 
on CSR’s causal relationships with other vari-
ables, such as consumer satisfaction (Loureiro, 
Sardinha, and Reijnders 2012; Park, Kim, and 
Kwon 2017), buying behavior, and internation-
alization (Zaharia and Zaharia 2013).
Considering the market crisis of recent years, 
it should be of interest to analyze entrepreneurs’ 
perceptions of CSR in this context. Similarly, 
some studies by such authors as Coombs (1999) 
and Barton (2001) point to firms’ need to de-
tect crises and prevent these by recognizing and 
committing to internal rediscovery processes 
during such times—all of which is possible 
through CSR. Fernández-Feijóo Souto (2009) 
encourages firms to implement CSR despite fi-
nancial crises, seeing these as an opportunity 
rather than a threat. In connection to this, Miras 
Rodríguez, Escobar, and Carrasco’s (2013) study 
focused on environmental responsibility in cri-
ses, and, although their results apply specifically 
to large companies, these findings can still be 
an incentive for SMEs to prioritize CSR, given 
the chance to obtain good results despite crises.
According to Melé, Argandoña, and Sánchez-
Runde (2011), the current economic crisis 
cannot be attributed merely to a change in eco-
nomic cycles. It also has to be seen as a result 
3MONEVA-ABADÍA, GALLARDO-VÁZQUEZ AND SÁNCHEZ-HERNÁNDEZ
of the absence of values and ethical principles 
in how companies operate. More specifically, 
Donaldson (2012) argues that this economic cri-
sis had its roots in the irresponsible behavior of 
banks and financial firms. Therefore, a solution 
to the crisis may come from social innovations 
(Goldsmith, Georges, and Burke 2010) in which 
CSR realizes its greatest strategic value. Saul 
(2010) notes that not only the importance of the 
changed role that firms have to play in society’s 
new reality, but also the way that social change 
itself has gained a market value. As discussed 
by Osburg and Schmidpeter (2013), this does 
not mean that companies have to sacrifice their 
profits to be socially responsible. Indeed, the re-
ality is quite the opposite since a broad market 
niche exists for socially responsible initiatives. 
Therefore, business strategies that involve social 
innovation are more likely to generate major 
profits (Christensen et al. 2006).
The present research looks to determine the 
degree of linkage between the variables of the 
proposed model and their impacts on compet-
itive success. The methodological approach 
was structural analyses aimed at examining the 
connections between CSR initiatives and the 
benefits that firms obtain for being socially re-
sponsible. The study’s temporal context may 
have influenced the results through an environ-
ment that could be positive, negative, or neutral 
in response to the effects of the economic crisis. 
Because of this, the structural model has been 
subjected to a nonparametric test. The research 
is focused primarily on observing whether the 
degree to which SMEs’ managers are predis-
posed to CSR initiatives explains their firms’ 
level of innovation, performance, and compet-
itiveness in the market. This analysis tries to 
identify the predictive effect that CSR has on 
the variables considered. These impacts could 
be of great importance in times of crisis, given 
the extremely precarious conditions in which 
SMEs must operate. The present research has 
the added value of providing entrepreneurs with 
some insights into possible crisis strategies so 
that managers can weigh the pros and cons of 
implementing socially responsible initiatives in 
their SMEs. This research adds to previous stud-
ies on CSR, specifically those that have analyzed 
its impacts on other strategic variables—clearly 
all issues of great interest currently (Ansong 
2017; Jansson et al. 2017; Delgado-Ferraz and 
Gallardo-Vázquez 2016; Marín, Martín, and Rubio 
2017; Marín, Rubio, and Maya 2012; Martínez-
Conesa, Soto-Acosta, and Palacios-Manzano 
2017; Martínez-Martínez et al. 2017; Pipatprapa, 
Huang, and Huang 2017; Surroca, Tribó, and 
Waddock 2010; Van Auken, Madrid-Guijarro, and 
García-Pérez-de-Lema 2008; Wagner 2010).
This paper is divided into the following 
sections. After this introduction, the strategic 
framework for the study is analyzed, based on 
CSR and the ongoing crisis. The next section 
presents the research’s theoretical foundation 
and the hypotheses to be tested. The follow-
ing section describes the empirical study con-
ducted, and in the next section, the results are 
analyzed. The next section discusses the results, 
and, finally, the last section presents the conclu-
sions drawn from the analyses, as well as some 
thoughts on motivations for further research.
Strategic Framework: Social 
Responsibility and Market 
Crises
In the European Commission’s Green Paper 
on this subject (2001, p. 7), CSR is referred to 
as “a concept whereby companies integrate so-
cial and environmental concerns in their busi-
ness operations and in their interactions with 
their stakeholders on a voluntary basis.” This 
definition was later expanded to point out “the 
responsibility of firms for their impact on so-
ciety.” The European Commission (2011, p. 7) 
also makes an explicit reference to the need for 
collaboration with stakeholders to “integrate 
social, environmental, ethical, human rights 
and consumer concerns into their business op-
erations and core strategy.” According to the 
concept of shared value developed by Porter 
and Kramer (2011), this collaboration will lead 
to improvements not only in the competitive-
ness of companies but also in the economic 
and social conditions of the regions in which 
these firms operate.
Based on these arguments, a crisis of values 
can be said to have led many firms to develop 
an overly selfish and narrow-minded vision, 
which prevented them from creating enough 
shared value, thereby causing a global eco-
nomic crisis (Giannarakis and Theotokas 2011; 
Miras Rodríguez, Escobar, and Carrasco 2013). 
Firms’ business strategies must, therefore, 
broaden their view of the number of forces to 
take into account—thinking of the common 
good, leaving the path of what is ultimately 
self-destructive selfishness and taking up lines 
of business that seek the only truly sustainable 
value, that is, shared value (Blanton, Blanton, 
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and Peksen 2015; Cumming, Hou, and Lee 
2016; Heras-Saizarbitoria, Boiral, and Arana 
2016).
Moreover, Carroll (1979) suggests that CSR 
combines society’s economic, legal, ethical, 
and philanthropic expectations of companies. 
Along these lines, Carroll and Bucholtz (2003) 
note that firms have to make a profit, obey the 
law, remain ethical, and behave as good mem-
bers of society. According to Yelkikalan and 
Köse (2012), companies design their activities 
around discovering the needs of the regions in 
which they operate, and, in carrying out these 
activities, they must use the resources of the so-
cial structure of which they are a part. For this 
reason—especially in times of crisis—Ducassy 
(2013) argues that a balance must be kept be-
tween the economic and social benefits that 
firms generate so that they can ensure positive 
responses to the impacts of their activities.
In the context of the current economic- 
financial crisis, the already extensive literature 
on CSR has grown considerably. Before the 
current crisis, for example, Barton (2001) sug-
gested that managers must be able to recog-
nize, anticipate, manage and formally prepare 
themselves for crises. In turn, and after the 
crisis, Karaibrahimoglu (2010) indicates that 
both firms and their stakeholders seek to avoid 
the crisis’ effects through such initiatives as re-
ducing costs, putting off investments, reducing 
budgets, and consuming less. Giannarakis and 
Theotokas (2011) further suggest that invest-
ment in CSR could help firms to differentiate 
their goods and services and rebuild trust be-
tween them and stakeholders. According to 
Miras Rodríguez (2013), in this crisis, many 
companies have been forced to redefine their 
business interests and implement austerity 
plans in order to survive the currently uncer-
tain environment. Moreover, Giallonardo and 
Mulino (2014) argue that, in times of crisis, the 
differentiation of products through approaches 
based on CSR may turn out to be an important 
intangible asset for firms.
In relation to the consequences of the crisis, 
Paulet, Parnaudeau, and Relano (2015) focus 
on how the crisis has changed the financial sec-
tor, and they highlight the appearance of more 
ethical strategies. Blanton, Blanton, and Peksen 
(2015) suggest that financial crises pose a chal-
lenge to supporters of labor rights, as they 
are pivotal events that call into question the 
balance that exists between the state, capital, 
and labor, and that labor loses power in both 
the short and medium terms. However, Heras-
Saizarbitoria, Boiral, and Arana (2016) analyze 
how the intention to renew environmental cer-
tifications is shaped by several factors within a 
context of deep economic crisis.
Confirming this focus on firms’ lack of fore-
sight before the crisis, specially SMEs, and their 
difficulty in reacting proactively to its effects, 
the European Union (EU) has expressed its 
official opinion on the issue. The Baldassarre 
Report (European Parliament 2013a) stresses 
that the current global economic crisis origi-
nated in critical errors—lack of transparency, 
accountability, and responsibility—together 
with a short-term vision. Thus, the EU is now 
strongly in favor of CSR, stating that, if it is 
applied and managed adequately by all com-
panies, not just large ones, then CSR will be 
able to contribute to restoring lost trust. The 
aforementioned report adds that CSR can mit-
igate the social consequences of the economic 
crisis. This document also notes that, when 
companies take responsibility for all their 
stakeholders, this creates situations in which 
all participants benefit and increases the trust 
needed for economic success.
In addition, the Howitt Report (European 
Parliament 2013b) notes that the global finan-
cial crisis involves the real risk that politicians 
will focus exclusively on narrowly defined 
measures of transparency and responsibility 
in financial markets. Governments may neglect 
the urgent need to address comprehensively 
the challenges of environmental degradation 
and social disintegration. To address this issue, 
the Directive 2014/95/EU of the European 
Parliament and of the Council (2014) delves 
into the disclosure of nonfinancial informa-
tion and information about diversity by certain 
groups, as a way to manage and control CSR.
In connection with how CSR activities have 
been influenced by new strategies undertaken 
because of the crisis, Yelkikalan and Köse 
(2012) indicate that, following the global fi-
nancial crisis of 2008, companies made cut-
backs and implemented savings strategies to 
survive. The cited authors note, however, that, 
while the crisis may have been a threat for 
many people and companies due to the dam-
age it caused and the losses it generated, this 
situation also brought opportunities (Blanton, 
Blanton, and Peksen 2015; Fernández-Feijóo 
Souto 2009; Giallonardo and Mulino 2014; 
Heras-Saizarbitoria, Boiral, and Arana 2016; 
Yelkikalan and Köse 2012). Thus, CSR can 
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be seen as a tool in the current situation to 
help search for new paths through innova-
tion (Bocquet et al. 2013; Marín, Martín, and 
Rubio 2017; Martínez-Conesa, Soto-Acosta, and 
Palacios-Manzano 2017; Pipatprapa, Huang, 
and Huang 2017), which can generate posi-
tive changes while improving firms’ reputation 
(Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen 2010) and business 
success (Weber 2008; McWilliams and Siegel 
2011). The results of CSR can be extremely 
positive and useful, as much for society as 
for businesses, organizations, and institutions. 
Fernández-Feijóo Souto (2009) similarly argues 
that CSR is a way to manage the current sit-
uation and to help firms overcome the con-
sequences of the crisis, since CSR’s long-term 
benefits are widely recognized. In recent stud-
ies, Ducassy (2013), Giallonardo and Mulino 
(2014), Blanton, Blanton, and Peksen (2015), 
Cumming, Hou, and Lee (2016), and Heras-
Saizarbitoria, Boiral, and Arana (2016) agree 
with these general statements.
The current economic situation is far more 
serious than similar events in the recent past 
such as the Asian financial crisis in 1997, the 
Enron and WorldCom scandals, and other cases 
of bad management (Carson 2003; Euh and 
Rhee 2007). The present crisis has brought to 
the fore concerns about inappropriate corpo-
rate behavior (Zona, Minoja, and Coda 2013). 
In particular, the crisis has shown a spotlight 
on the power of firms compared with the lim-
ited capacity of society to influence their be-
havior (Bolton, Kim, and O’Gorman 2011).
In response to these pressures, firms have 
had to develop new identities as corporate cit-
izens, and CSR has become a key part of these 
developments (Bakan 2004; Baker, Hunt, and 
Andrews 2006; Cumming, Hou, and Lee 2016; 
Werther and Chandler 2005). Firms that have 
reacted to the market and to the needs and 
concerns of society have incorporated CSR into 
their business strategies for different reasons 
(Heras-Saizarbitoria, Boiral, and Arana 2016; 
McWilliams, Siegel, and Wright 2006). These in-
clude to improve their reputation (Bakan 2004; 
Kuznetsov, Kuznetsova, and Warren 2009; 
Werther and Chandler 2005;), to get a better 
risk management (Husted 2005; Jo and Na 
2012; Orlitzky and Benjamin 2001; Story and 
Price 2006), and to gain a larger market share 
(Bakan 2004; Werther and Chandler 2005; 
Wang and Bansal 2012).
Regarding the strategic variables included 
in the present analysis, the Howitt Report 
(European Parliament 2013b) considered in-
novation as a key ingredient in an economy’s 
ability to increase the standard of living for a 
region’s residents. Consequently, this report in-
dicates that, especially in times of crisis, com-
panies operating within a framework of CSR 
should contribute to the development of their 
regions’ innovative capacities.1 Firms need to 
emphasize such issues as the protection of bio-
diversity or measures to control climate change. 
The cited report further notes that in relation 
to business performance and competitive suc-
cess CSR initiatives not only benefit society as 
a whole but also help firms, especially SMEs, to 
compete and remain economically viable in the 
long term. This document point out SMEs can 
be sustainable—even with a minimal adminis-
trative load and without increasing costs—by 
taking an informal and even intuitive approach 
to CSR. The report also notes the positive link 
that exists between companies that apply CSR 
and their better results when coming out of cri-
ses, lending support to the concept of “respon-
sible competitiveness.”
The concepts of CSR and the economic, fi-
nancial, and values crisis are circularly inter-
related. The lack of CSR caused the crisis (i.e., 
vicious circle), and CSR is the key to getting 
out of the recession (i.e., virtuous circle). 
Therefore, firms of all sizes and sectors need to 
be encouraged to implement responsible prac-
tices, the goal being to guarantee faster recov-
ery and, most importantly, sustainable recovery 
(Barbier 2010).
Based on these findings, we pose and test 
some hypotheses about factors supporting 
small managers’ choices to include CSR in their 
1When we talk about “innovative capacities in the region,” we refer to aspects in which the region is capable 
of highlighting, either because it has the necessary resources to develop new and good advances, or because it is 
able to work in the search for new opportunities. We are not referring only to the power to implement new inno-
vations of a traditional or classic type, but to go further, to define new innovative forms of work. From our point 
of view, the region in which the study has been developed, Extremadura (Spain), is a region with a very great 
potential innovative capacity. It has developed a framework of implementation of the CSR pioneer in Spain and it 
has been able to standardize the practices it is carrying out with powerful international standards. Given this 
situation, we consider a region with a great innovative capacity (Gallardo-Vázquez and Sánchez-Hernández, 2013).
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strategy. Moreover, the objective was to pro-
vide important tools to help SMEs judge how 
to proceed. Finally, it should be noted that the 
fieldwork was conducted in May 2010, a key 
moment in the present crisis. This indicates 
that, despite the socioeconomic situation at that 
time, managers are aware of CSR-related op-
portunities (Fernández-Feijóo Souto 2009) and 
that they want to consider this strategy in their 
responses. Far from feeling discouraged and 
uninterested in CSR, their responses indicate a 
positive, determinant predisposition toward this 
strategic opportunity for companies, in general.
Theoretical Background 
and Research Model
Theory, with its key elements (constructs) 
and cause–effect relationships (paths), is usu-
ally displayed in a research model to enable 
statistically testing the significance of the hy-
pothesized relationships.
Related to the mentioned Stakeholder Theory, 
we observe the concept of shared value, intro-
duced by Porter and Kramer (2011). According 
to this theoretical framework, a dependent re-
lationship exists between firms’ objectives and 
those of their stakeholders. Firms must integrate 
stakeholders’ expectations and needs into com-
pany strategies and subsequent policies, thus 
building the foundation for a harmonious rela-
tionship between these firms and their social, 
environmental, and economic environments. 
This goal of integration determines the men-
tioned firms’ orientation toward responsibility.
At the company level, researchers have fre-
quently noted that CSR can improve competitive-
ness (Beurden and Gossling 2008; McWilliams 
and Siegel 2001; McWilliams, Siegel, and Wright 
2006; Porter and Kramer 2006) while contribut-
ing to the creation of shared value (Porter and 
Kramer 2011). Responsible initiatives always 
have at least one stakeholder beneficiary, and 
they all, especially those linked with customers, 
have a positive impact on competitive success. 
A recent study by Boulouta and Pitelis (2014) 
focused on the impact of CSR on country-level 
competitiveness, using macroeconomic data col-
lected based on a supply perspective. The cited 
authors found that CSR has a positive impact on 
the competitiveness of firms in a number of ways, 
for example, reducing costs (Cruz and Matsypura 
2009; Jenkins 2006; Weber 2008) and creating 
new value by entering new markets (Porter and 
Kramer 2006; Wang and Bansal 2012). Another 
way is to improve the performance of human 
resources and the retention or attraction of new 
talent (Cochran 2007; Montgomery and Ramus 
2011; Valentine and Fleischman 2008;). Other 
pathways are creating better relationships with 
employees, customers, suppliers, and commu-
nities (Sen and Bhattacharya 2001; Zaharia and 
Zaharia 2013), and improving firms’ reputations 
(Bebbington, Larrinaga, and Moneva 2008; Du, 
Bhattacharya, and Sen 2010; Hillebrand and 
Money 2007; Pérez-Ruiz and Rodríguez del 
Bosque 2012). This led us to posit the first hy-
pothesis of the study:
H1: A firm’s orientation toward responsibility 
has a positive and direct impact on its com-
petitive success even in times of crisis.
In order to develop our model, we notice that 
the first construct represent the degree of the 
firm’s orientation to CSR (divided into the three 
dimensions: economic, social, and environmen-
tal). The reasoning under the first hypothesis is 
the following: the better the orientation to CSR, 
the better the competitive success of the firm will 
be. We are claiming the role of antecedent for the 
orientation to CSR in getting competitive success. 
It means that firms wanted to be competitive in 
times of crises have to be oriented to CSR.
Regarding the mediating variables of the re-
lationship posited in this hypothesis, Kirchhoff 
(2000) showed that a relationship exists be-
tween performance derived from CSR and in-
novation, later reporting that CSR itself is a 
source of innovation (Fernández-Feijóo Souto 
2009). Along these lines, Wagner (2010) dis-
cusses in detail how carrying out CSR initiatives 
leads to benefits which, in turn, determine the 
implementation of business innovations. Thus, 
companies that undertake CSR initiatives are 
more prone to innovate, which determines a 
good predisposition toward a responsible strat-
egy (Gallardo-Vázquez and Sánchez-Hernández 
2013; Klewitz and Hansen 2014; López, García, 
and Rodríguez 2007).
The innovation capabilities in the SMEs have 
not been studied in depth except in some re-
cent works (Hervas-Oliver, Boronat-Moll, 
and Sempere-Ripoll 2016). In the present re-
search, we decided broadly examining inno-
vation, including all the dimensions of this 
concept currently listed in the Oslo Manual 
(OECD 2005). These are innovations in prod-
ucts or services (Bajaj, Kekre, and Srinivasan 
2004; Yalcinkaya, Calantone, and Griffith 
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2007), processes (Davenport 2013), marketing 
(Prandelli and Swahney 2008; Srinivasan et 
al. 2009), organizations (Crossan and Apaydin 
2010; García-Morales, Jiménez-Barrionuevo, and 
Gutiérrez-Gutiérrez 2012; Lee, Olson, and Trimi 
2012), and management (Knight and Cavusgil 
2004; Lee and Kelley 2008; Carmona-Lavado, 
Cuevas-Rodríguez, and Cabello-Medina 2010). 
On this basis, we posited the second hypothesis:
H2: A firm’s orientation toward responsibility 
has a positive and direct impact on the inno-
vations it undertakes even in times of crisis.
Moving to the theoretical relationship between 
the orientation to CSR and the impact on achiev-
ing particular levels of firm’s performance, in ac-
ademic literature heterogeneous opinions exist, 
including understanding the latter as a broad term 
extending beyond mere financial results. Much 
empirical evidence indicates that firms carrying 
out CSR initiatives perform better (Barnett 2007; 
Barnett and Salomon 2006; Capriotti and Moreno 
2007; Freedman and Patten 2004; Hockerts and 
Morsing 2008; Gallego-Álvarez, Prado-Lorenzo, 
and García-Sánchez 2013); Lorraine, Collison, 
and Power 2004; Orlitzky, Schmidt, and Renes 
2003; Pivato, Misani, and Tencati 2008). However, 
some authors do not consider this relationship 
to be sufficiently determinant, or they believe 
that in some cases the relationship is too weak 
(Blowfield and Murray 2008; Oeyono, Samy, and 
Bampton 2011).
An analysis of the relevant studies revealed 
that some CSR initiatives have been identified 
as true cornerstones of improved organizational 
performance. The firms in question improved 
relationships with consumers (Bhattacharya 
and Sen 2004; Du, Bhattacharya, and Sen 2010; 
Tian, Wang, and Yang 2011), attracted invest-
ment (Petersen and Vredenburg 2009), attracted 
talent (Zhang and Gowan 2012), and protected 
their reputation (Berliner and Prakash 2014; Du, 
Bhattacharya, and Sen 2010; Kumar, Banga, and 
Kaur 2011). Based on these findings, and join-
ing the wave of writings defending the business 
case for CSR initiatives because they produce 
direct links to firm’s performance, we posited 
the third hypothesis as follows:
H3: A firm’s orientation toward responsibility 
has a positive and direct impact on its busi-
ness performance even in times of crisis.
Moving to innovation, and according to 
Schumpeter (1934), sustained economic de-
velopment is possible only when firms carry 
out of new combinations of resources, meth-
ods, systems, and processes to generate new 
products and services that fulfill actual and po-
tential needs of customers. Over the past three 
decades, innovation has assumed a central role 
in theories of economic development.
Somehow Schumpeter was the pioneer in 
recognizing that innovation was one of the 
most important sources of competitive ad-
vantage in firms. Many authors have high-
lighted the traditional impacts of innovation 
as a source of competitive success and advan-
tage (Simmie 2004; Gibson and Naquin 2011; 
Davenport 2013). Nowadays, innovation is 
understood including products and services, 
process and organizational innovation in or-
ganizations as well as social and institutional 
innovation. Among all organizational out-
puts, innovation is fundamental not only be-
cause of its direct impact on the viability of 
organizations, but also because of its profound 
effects on the paths of social and economic 
change (Sørensen and Stuart 2000). Regarding 
the different types of innovation, the keys to 
competitiveness mentioned are technologi-
cal (Carayannis and Roy 2000; Kocoglu et al. 
2012) and organizational innovations (Perks 
and Riihela 2004; Crossan and Apaydin 2010; 
García-Morales et al. 2012; Lee, Olson, and 
Trimi 2012). In fact, organizational innova-
tion adoption is receiving increasing attention 
in the management and marketing literature 
beyond technologic innovation (Frambach 
and Schillewaert 2002) and is characteris-
tic of SMEs (Gallardo-Vázquez and Sánchez-
Hernández 2013, 2014a, Sánchez-Hernández 
2015). According to Lam (2004), organizational 
innovation is necessary as pre-condition for 
technological innovation and, consequently it 
is necessary to take grater account of the role 
of endogenous organizational forces such as 
values, organizational culture, interests, capac-
ity for learning, and power in shaping organi-
zational transformation to succeed in turbulent 
ecosystems. On this basis, we posited the 
fourth hypothesis:
H4: The degree of innovation undertaken by a 
firm has a direct relationship with its com-
petitive success even in times of crisis.
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Since Porter (1980, 1991 ) focused attention 
on the Theory of Resources and Capabilities 
(Barney, Ketchen, and Wright 2011; Hamel and 
Prahalad 1994; Spanos and Lioukas 2001), the 
relationship between performance and com-
petitive success has been emphasized in vari-
ous studies. According to Castelo-Branco and 
Lima-Rodrigues (2006), the orientation to CSR 
helps firms to improve their performance and 
to become more competitive in the market 
through the development of new resources 
and capabilities, especially those intangible re-
lated to know-how and corporate culture and 
reputation. However, prior studies have almost 
exclusively been about large firms. Some out-
standing contributions are Abraham (2012), 
Man and Law (2002), Schaltegger and Wagner 
(2006), and Van Auken, Madrid-Guijarro, and 
García-Pérez-de-Lema (2008).
The question is whether SMEs in times of 
crisis, suffering from a turbulent ecosystem, 
are able to maintain the apparently tautologi-
cal relationship between improvements in per-
formance and a better competitive position in 
the short and medium term. The fifth hypoth-
esis of this work, focus on SMEs, is posited 
below:
H5: Corporate performance has a direct re-
lationship with competitive success even in 
times of crisis.
Empirical Study
Population and Sample Selection
The present study population (Table 1) con-
sisted of 67,181 companies in the Extremadura 
Region of Spain, as listed in the DIRCE 2009 di-
rectory (Central Business Directory of Spain’s 
National Institute of Statistics).
A stratified random sampling process was 
applied to ensure the representativeness of the 
sample, resulting in 7,022 companies to contact. 
To collect the data, we made phone calls to the 
managers of the selected firms in May 2010, the 
mean interview duration being 14.35 minutes. 
The final, definitive sample consisted of 758 
small firms (presenting less than 50 employees), 
representing 10.08 percent of those contacted, 
with corresponding firms acting as substitutes to 
compensate for the nonresponse rate. Regarding 
the characterization of the sample by sector, 92 
percent of the sample fell within the service sec-
tor (construction 14 percent, trade 32 percent, 
and other services 47 percent). The industry 
Table 1  
Technical Data Sheet of the Study
Technical Data Sheet
Geographical scope Extremadura (Region in Spain)
Universe Firms operating in Extremadura: 67,181 firms 
(Source: Spain’s Central Enterprise Directory 2009)
Method of information collection Phone contact
Sample unit Managers
Emitted calls 19,292
Population 7,022 contacted firms
Final sample 758 small firms
(Industry 8 percent—Construction 14 percent—
Trade 32 percent—Other Services 47 percent)
Index of participation 10.8 percent
Measurement error 3.4 percent
Trust level 95 percent z = 1.96 p = q = 0.5
Sampling method Simple random
Average duration of the interview 14:35 min:s
Source: Own.
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sector was only represented to 9 percent in the 
sample, and characteristic of the region under 
study.
Method
In order to determine causal links between 
the research variables and achieve the objectives 
set for this study, we applied structural equation 
modeling (SEM). This technique was chosen be-
cause it offers the possibility of combining and 
testing theoretical assumptions with empirical 
data by performing multiple regressions be-
tween different variables, regardless of whether 
they are directly observable or not. The results 
provide empirical explanations that go beyond 
mere description and association (Fornell and 
Larcker 1981; Kline 2011). We used Smart-Partial 
Least Squares (PLS) software, which bases the 
estimates of parameters on a capacity to mini-
mize residual variances of endogenous variables 
by maximizing the explained variance (R2) of 
dependent variables (Ringle, Wende, and Will 
2005). Thus, the analyses achieved the study’s 
main objectives through this technique, that 
is, predicting the dependent—whether latent 
or manifest—variables. This method has been 
widely used in the field of CSR studies. For exam-
ple, Nygaard and Biong (2010) studied corporate 
ethical values and performance. Bigné-Alcañiz, 
Chumpitaz-Cáceres, and Currás-Pérez (2010) an-
alyzed credibility, image and CSR. Pérez-Ruiz 
and Rodríguez del Bosque (2013) examined the 
image of CSR. Farooq et al. (2014) studied the 
impact of CSR on organizational commitment. 
Finally, Hur, Kim, and Woo (2014) linked CSR 
with brand credibility and reputation.
Research Model
In the present study, we examined the 
causal relationships between CSR and three 
strategic variables—innovation, performance, 
and competitive success. The research objec-
tive was primarily to observe whether firm 
managers’ tendency toward engaging in CSR 
initiatives explains the number of innovations 
actually carried out by the firms in question, 
as well as their performance and competi-
tive success in the relevant market. To fur-
ther clarify this study’s approach, Figure 1 
presents the conceptual model and the struc-
tural model with the working hypotheses 
developed.
None of the variables considered were di-
rectly observable. Therefore, to determine their 
values, we defined measurement scales com-
posed of indicators that reflect the perceptions 
Figure 1  
Conceptual and Structural Research Model [Color figure can be 
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
Source: Own.
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Table 2





5 (On a Scale of 0 
to 10)
Social Dimension
We care about improving the quality of life of our 
employees. (S3)
8.24 1.62 98.5
All our employees have equal opportunities. (S11) 7.86 2.21 95.6
We use dynamic mechanisms of dialogue with our 
employees. (S14)
7.78 2.18 95.0
We promote the training and professional development 
of our employees. (S8)
7.63 2.20 94.1
We consider the proposals of our employees in 
management decisions. (S10)
7.30 2.18 93.4
We have flexible labor policies to encourage a work-life 
balance. (S9)
7.07 2.52 89.0
Our employees’ salaries are related to their skills and 
their performance. (S5)
7.06 2.19 92.9
We are committed to creating jobs (e.g., acceptance of 
trainees and creation of new posts). (S7)
6.89 2.68 86.6
Economic Dimension
We care about providing products and/or services of 
high quality to our customers. (E16)
9.03 1.32 99.6
We provide our customers with complete and accurate 
information about our products and/or services. (E20)
8.76 1.45 99.4
Our products and/or services comply with national and 
international quality standards. (E17)
8.67 1.68 98.5
We distinguish ourselves from the competition by 
maintaining the best price levels relative to the quality 
that we offer. (E18)
8.48 1.66 98.3




We are in favor of recycling and reducing emissions and 
waste. (M34)
8.58 1.85 97.0
We consider saving energy in order to achieve greater 
efficiency. (M29)
7.82 2.21 93.4
We welcome the introduction of alternative energy 
sources. (M30)
7.59 2.60 87.7
We are positively predisposed to using, purchasing or 
producing organic items. (M35)
7.45 2.39 88.5
(Continued)
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of the managers surveyed in line with Li, 
Toppinen, and Lantta (2016). The endogenous 
variable is CSR, which was considered to be 
a second-order variable since, theoretically, it 
comprises three different dimensions—eco-
nomic, social, and environment—which are 
also not directly observable. We developed an 
ad hoc scale with 35 indicators (i.e., 15 in the 
social, 11 in the economic, and 9 in the envi-
ronmental dimension), observing the percep-
tions that the managers surveyed had of each 
one and thus extracting their overall percep-
tion of CSR. For innovation, performance, and 
competitive success, we similarly defined ex-
planatory items that determine firms’ position 
on these variables relative to their competitors.
Having defined the model, we checked for 
the existence of significant and positive causal 
effects between the variables considered. We 
then tested statistically whether being socially 
responsible is an explanatory factor in compa-
nies’ competitiveness, regardless of the crisis 
period in which they are operating. The results 
show that part of the success achieved in the 
market depends on the implementation of CSR 
initiatives.
Analysis
Descriptive Statistics. Because this analysis 
started with the validated indicator scale for 
each variable, we present in the following 
tables (Tables 2‒5) the items used to 
measure the constructs. These are shown 
with their descriptive statistics of mean and 
standard deviation and the percentage of 
responses over five points.
Regarding the items in the validated scale, 
the managers surveyed have a management 
orientation toward social aspects. Even in a 
time of crisis, they are concerned about these 
aspects denoting an interest in, and movement 
toward, social initiatives that can add value to 
their firms. Similarly, the results show that the 
managers sampled are oriented in their man-
agement policies toward economic aspects of 
CSR. The high percentage of responses above 
five points shows that they report a strong con-
cern for economic aspects of CSR. The manag-
ers surveyed are also strongly oriented toward 
validated environmental aspects of CSR. The re-
sults show high percentages of responses above 
five points, which is evidence of their firms’ in-
terest in the environmental dimension of CSR.
For items in the validated innovation scale 
(Table 3), the results show changing tendencies 
in the managers’ perceptions, with the mean 
values being quite low. These innovation as-
pects would appear to be those that require 
more attention from management. Thus, we ob-
served that, on average, the managers surveyed 
had not implemented innovations at the time 
of this study.
With regard to competitive success (Table 4), 
we found that managers perceive this as quite 
good, resulting in high mean values. A high 
percentage of responses were recorded as 
above five points on a scale of zero to 10 when 
managers were asked about their competitive-




5 (On a Scale of 0 
to 10)
We are able to minimize our environmental impact. 
(M27)
7.38 2.51 88.6
We understand that firms must plan their investments to 
reduce the environmental impacts they generate. 
(M32)
7.15 2.47 87.7
We use consumables, products in progress and/or 
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Table 3
Managers’ Perceptions of Innovation
Validated Measurement Scale of 
CSR Orientation in Extremadura 
(Innovation Dimension) Mean S.D.
Percent of Responses Above 
5 (On a Scale of 0 to 10)
We have strengthened our presence 
on the Internet. (I8)
6.11 3.38 74.7
We have intensified our use of 
information and communication 
technology. (I7)
6.09 3.13 78.1
We have conducted internal or 
external staff training in order to 
improve our staff’s knowledge and 
creative work. (I11)
5.62 2.99 77.4
We understand the importance of 
networking, so we have created new 
alliances and partnerships. (I5)
5.31 3.44 48.3
We have undertaken to implement 
new business practices in how we 
organize work and organizational 
structures. (I12)
4.83 2.89 35.6
We have made improvements in our 
processes and techniques of 
production and/or distribution. (I6)
4.73 3.38 63.1
We have implemented changes in the 
area of marketing (e.g., design, 
packaging and pricing). (I9)
4.23 3.26 48.9
We have introduced new methods in 
order to maintain certification 
standards. (I10)
3.98 3.14 45.9
We have introduced manufacturing or 
customer management standards 
that include social and 
environmental aspects. (I13)
3.97 2.89 41.9
We have launched new goods or 
services. (I2)
3.45 3.44 41.1
We have introduced new practices 
that enhance our entry into new 
domestic markets. (I3)
3.24 3.38 36.6
We try to conduct research and 
development. (I1)
2.65 3.13 27.8
We have introduced new practices 
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evidence of the respondents’ high levels of pos-
itive self-perception. Similarly, with respect to 
these managers’ perceptions of their firm’s per-
formance (Table 5), the high percentages of re-
sponses over five indicate higher mean values 
when they are comparing their firm with their 
competitors.
Once the response levels had been exam-
ined for the validated scales, the proposed the-
oretical model was analyzed and interpreted 
Table 4
Managers’ Perceptions of Competitive Success
Validated Measurement Scale of CSR 
Orientation in Extremadura 
(Competitive Dimension) Mean S.D.
Percentage of Responses Above 
5 (On a Scale of 0 to 10)
The quality of our products and services 
is good. (C5)
8.37 1.54 99.4
Our financial management is quite 
transparent. (C8)
8.03 1.95 97.7
Our level of market knowledge, know-
how, and accumulated experience is 
good. (C10)
7.75 2.09 93.7
Our staff’s training and capabilities are 
competitive. (C2)
7.63 1.93 84.4
Our managers have effective managerial 
skills. (C3)
7.58 1.84 82.2
We have good organizational quality 
and administrative management. (C6)
7.54 1.77 81.9
Our human resources management 
does a great job. (C1)
7.32 2.00 94.8
Our values and corporate culture are 
quite cohesive. (C9)
6.76 2.21 91.0
Our technological resources and 




Table 5  
Perceptions of Managers of Their Firms’ Performance
Validated Measurement Scale of 
CSR Orientation in Extremadura 
(Performance Dimension) Mean S.D.
Percentage of Responses Above 
5 (On a Scale of 0 to 10)
We are able to satisfy and retain our 
best employees. (D7)
8.29 1.54 99.1
Our market positioning, image and 
reputation are good. (D8)
8.01 1.53 99.0
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in three stages. The first two dealt with the 
validity of the overall model, while the third 
examined the results for causality in the pos-
ited relationships between the constructs, with 
results that amply verify the hypotheses.
Evaluation of the Structural Model. Once 
the measurement model had been confirmed 
as valid and reliable with respect to the 
measures of the constructs, we sought to interpret 
appropriately the internal or structural model. 
We needed to determine whether this model 
could cover the relationships between the 
latent variables suggested by the theoretical 
framework developed. Structural models 
evaluate the weight and magnitude of 
relationships between the different variables 
involved. The present model thus needed to be 
properly interpreted in order to verify that it 
indeed considered the hypothesized relationships 
between the variables suggested by the 
relevant theories. We further sought to test the 
model’s predictive power by examining the 
explained variance of the endogenous variables 
(R2), the path coefficients or standardized 
regression weights (β), their significance 
levels and the Stone–Geisser test (Q2). For these 
purposes, Table 6 shows relevant results to 
perform the required analysis.
Model’s Predictive Power. Given that the 
primary purpose of this kind of model is 
prediction, the goodness of fit (GoF) of a 
model is determined from the strength of 
each structural path and analyzed using the 
value of R2, that is, the variance explained 
by the latent dependent variables. Thus, for 
each path or relationship between variables, 
as shown in Figure 2 and Table 7, the desired 
values must be at least equal to or greater than 
0.1 (Falk and Miller 1992). This condition was 
fulfilled in the present case, showing that the 
predictive power of the proposed model is 
satisfactory as it will be explained as follows.
The model’s variables explain more than 
half of the circumstances that influence firms’ 
CSR, supporting the principal hypothesis of this 
study. More specifically, competitive success ex-
plains 50 percent (R2 = 0.504) of the firms’ CSR 
orientation. Innovation (R2 = 0.150) adds to the 
effect of competitive success, obtaining an ex-
planation of about 65 percent of firms’ CSR and 
confirming the importance of the appropriate 
management of these two variables. After add-
ing the effect of performance (R2 = 0.191) to 
that of competitive success, these relationships 
explain 85 percent of CSR, which is indicative 
of the high predictive power of the model. 
These high percentages—explaining CSR on 
the basis of competitive success, innovation, 
and performance at a time of crisis—show 
that this crisis has not had a negative impact 
on managers’ perceptions of CSR. Despite the 
tough economic and financial situation faced 
by the firms in question, the results show the 
positive value given to CSR, indicating the stra-
tegic opportunity it represents for firms.
Prediction of Dependent Constructs. In 
PLS, when measuring a model’s prediction of 
dependent constructs, the criterion used is the 
Stone–Geisser Q2. This is calculated from cross-
validated redundancies that result from the 
product of commonalities (λ2) with average 
variance extracted (AVE) indicators. 
According to Chin (1998), if positive values of 
Q2 are obtained, the model’s relevance to the 
prediction of constructs is confirmed. In the 
Table 6







Extracted R2 1 2 3 4
1 CSR 0.76 0.86 0.78 NA 1
2 INNOVATION 0.90 0.91 0.55 0.15 0.38 1
3 PERFORMANCE 0.83 0.90 0.85 0.19 0.43 0.12 1
4 COM. SUCCESS 0.87 0.89 0.59 0.50 0.60 0.36 0.56 1
NA, not applicable
Source: Own. 
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model analyzed, all the constructs presented 
appropriate levels of prediction. The results 
indicate that this model is well suited to 
predicting the competitive success variable (see 
Table 8).
Predictive variables’ contribution to 
endogenous variables’ explained variance. 
With respect to the path coefficients or 
standardized regression weights obtained, they 
need to be interpreted—as is done in the 
Figure 2  
Nomogram of the Model
Table 7
Results That Confirm the Predictive Validity of the Model






CSR → Competitive success 0.36 0.60 21.60
Innovation → Competitive 
success
0.17 0.36 6.12
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case of traditional β regression coefficients—as 
indicators of the relative strength of statistical 
relationships. Chin (1998) suggests that 
standardized path coefficients should present 
values exceeding 0.2 and ideally exceed 
0.3. However, Falk and Miller (1992) are 
less demanding, proposing as the empirical 
rule that, if a variable explains at least 1.5 
percent of the variance of the endogenous 
variable, then it can be accepted as having 
a predictive effect on the latter. To calculate 
empirically the variance in an endogenous 
construct explained by another latent 
variable, the path coefficient β is multiplied 
by the corresponding coefficient of correlation 
between the two variables. Based on the 
correlation matrix, we tested the predictive 
power of the exogenous variables on the 
competitive success of the businesses sampled.
The results confirm the predictive power of 
both CSR and performance since the standard-
ized path coefficients exceed even the stricter 
criterion of 0.3 and the explained variance far 
surpasses the 1.5 percent criterion. CSR ex-
plains up to 21.60 percent of the competitive 
success of the firms sampled. This is an im-
portant result, clearly establishing the strategic 
opportunity represented by CSR. The perfor-
mance variable contributes by explaining 18.48 
percent of competitive success variance, which 
is also an extremely favorable result. However, 
the results did not allow us to confirm imme-
diately innovation’s predictive power since 
neither the path coefficient (0.176) nor the per-
centage of explained variance of competitive 
success (6.12 percent) are sufficiently strong 
values.
Model’s GoF. As argued by Cepeda and 
Roldán (2004), this type of analysis has no 
measures of GoF, in its strictest sense. However, 
Tenenhaus et al. (2005) propose an overall 
GoF index, which takes into account the 
quality of both the measurement model—
on the basis of the mean AVE of latent variables 
with reflective indicators—and the structural 
model, using the mean R2 of the endogenous 
variables. This index, similar to R2, varies 
between zero and one. While no quality 
thresholds have been determined for this 
index, higher values are taken to mean better 
GoF. In the present analysis, a positive value of 
0.4 was obtained for the model.
Hypotheses Testing. As a further measure of the 
model’s GoF and confirmation of the hypo theses, 
we used a nonparametric bootstrap resampling 
technique that provides values for both the 
standard error and Student’s t. In particular, to 
calculate the path coefficients’ significance, we 
applied this technique to 500 subsamples using 
a two-tailed Student’s t distribution with n-1 
degrees of freedom, where n is the number of 
subsamples. The results were highly satisfactory 
(Table 9) given that all of the structural 
paths posited in the model are significant, 
albeit at different levels. Hence, all the 
hypotheses of the model are supported by the 
data. The positive signs of the β coefficients 
for the relationships of CSR with the model’s 
other variables are coherent with theoretical 
expectations.
The first hypothesis (H1) corresponding 
to the structural path between CSR and com-
petitive success was confirmed, with only 1 
percent probability of the hypothesis that 
the standardized parameter β is equal to zero 
being rejected when this is true. Similarly, 
the other hypotheses (H2, H3, H4, and H5), 
which correspond to the other paths of the 
structural model, are also robustly supported, 
with only a 0.1 percent probability of error. 
They represent theoretically expected causal 
relationships, so these results constitute a 
verification of the model. Therefore, with the 
structural analysis of the causal relationships 
complete, the posited hypotheses were ro-
bustly confirmed.
Discussion
The aim of this study was to analyze if 
there is a direct causal relationship between 
Table 8  
Stone-Geisser’s Q2 Index
Construct/Index Performance Innovation Competitive Success
Q2 0.459 0.334 0.287
Source: Own.
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small firms’ orientation toward CSR and their 
competitive success, mediated by innovation 
and performance. Consequently, mediation 
tests for the CSR-competitive success link are 
needed. To explain and demonstrate a direct 
effect of CSR on competitive success, we con-
duct mediation analyses to examine whether 
innovation’s perceptions and performance’ 
perceptions mediate the effect on competitive 
success. The underlying reason is that the lit-
erature suggests that CSR affects first strategic 
variables by facilitating value creation but, the 
direct effect also exists.
Following the methodological approach pro-
posed by Preacher and Hayes (2008) based on 
Sobel (1982) and Baron and Kenny’s (1986) 
mediation conditions, the first step was to 
demonstrate the existence of a direct effect of 
CSR on competitive success (Figure 3).
It includes the direct paths for both alter-
native models, Model 1 and Model 2. Model 1 
solely comprises the CSR-competitive success 
direct link. In such scenario, results support 
H1, which describes the direct relationship be-
tween CSR and competitive success in small 
companies in times of crisis (a = 0.603; t = 
10.86). In addition, Model 2 encompasses the 
rest of direct relationships once included the 
innovation and performance variables within 
the model. Results revealed that b1, c1, b2, and 
c2 were significant as direct effects.
The second step is quantifying and contrast-
ing mediating effects. Following Williams and 
MacKinnon (2008) we used the bootstrapping 
technique to test the mediation effects. Chin 
(2010) suggests a two-step procedure. First, the 
recommendation is to use the specific model 
in question including both direct and indirect 
paths, and to perform bootstrap resampling. 
Finally, it is indicated to multiply the direct 
paths that make up the indirect paths under 
evaluation. The second step is the estimation of 
significance and the size of the indirect effects 
in relation to the total effect, through the as-
sessment of the variance accounted for (VAF). 
Thereby, it is possible to determine the extent 
to which the variance of the dependent vari-
able is indirectly explained via the mediator 
variables.
According to Hair et al. (2014) for the 
total effect, as VAF is lightly over 20 percent 
(Table 10), it means that the direct effect CRS-
competitive success exists and it is strong but, 















Coefficient T-Value Hypothesis Test
H1: CSR → 
Competitive 
success
0.601 + 0.604 11.68
(0.051)
Confirmed type I 
error (0.001)
H2: CSR → 
Innovation
0.387 + 0.397 7.15
(0.054)
Confirmed type I 
error (0.001)
H3: CSR → 
Performance
0.437 + 0.442 6.67
(0.065)
Confirmed type I 
error (0.001)
H4: Innovation → 
Competitive 
success
0.175 + 0.178 3.30
(0.053)





0.387 + 0.396 5.866
(0.06)
Confirmed type I 
error (0.001)
18 JOURNAL OF SMALL BUSINESS MANAGEMENT
innovation and performance partially mediate 
the link.
The present results are coherent with 
Fernández-Feijóo Souto (2009) and Yelkikalan 
and Köse’s (2012) findings for a similar con-
text of financial and economic crisis. In this 
sense, firms (i.e., the SMEs in this study) that 
are aware of the needs of the environments 
in which they operate are able to design their 
own CSR activities. Yelkikalan and Köse (2012) 
argue that CSR can help firms to improve their 
position in times of crisis and come through 
any turbulence in business environments by 
reaching a favorable position through innova-
tion. Miras Rodríguez, Escobar, and Carrasco 
(2013) analyzed the impact of the present crisis 
on the environmental responsibilities of big 
companies of IBEX 35 and observed that, de-
spite the crisis, an upward trend is detectable in 
these responsibilities. Although these are large 
firms and the results cannot be directly extrap-
olated to SMEs, the cited research provides a 
reference point for the absence of any negative 
links between crises and CSR, as confirmed by 
Gallén Ortíz and Giner Inchausti (2013). We, 
therefore, concur with these authors that CSR 
constitutes an opportunity to come through cri-
ses successfully, which Fernández-Feijóo Souto 
(2009) also confirms.
The present results also point to a positive 
relationship between CSR and innovation, 
which is emphasized by Fernández-Feijóo 
Figure 3  
A Multiple Mediation Analysis
Table 10  
Hypotheses Mediating Effects Tests
Total Effect of CSR 
on COMP. SUCCESS
Direct effect of CSR  
on COM. SUCCESS
Indirect Effects of CSR 
on COMP. SUCCESS





0.603*** 11.68 0.364*** 12.00 Total = b1c1+b2c2 0.237 39.43
H2 = b1c1 0.068 11.31
H3 = b2c2 0.169 28.12
Source: Own.
Source: Own
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Souto (2009). The cited author indicates that 
innovation is inherent to CSR, with notable 
effects on other internal variables such as 
motivation and corporate culture. This means 
that the turbulence of the current crisis, which 
is not only economic and financial but also 
a crisis of business values, can be overcome 
through these CSR practices, making CSR a busi-
ness opportunity. Giannarakis and Theotokas 
(2011) found that firms increase their CSR ini-
tiatives to build or maintain their brand and 
consumer trust and to redefine their relation-
ship with society. In line with the cited authors, 
we state that the situation has thus given SMEs 
the opportunity to put this redirection of CSR 
into practice. Therefore, this strategy is a mat-
ter of reorienting SMEs toward seeking shared 
value, overcoming the self-centered barriers 
of an individualism that only seeks short-term 
financial gain and fostering an approach to sus-
tainable long-term performance, in all senses 
of the term.
The results obtained have also shown a 
positive relationship between CSR and perfor-
mance. Although we cannot say that this rela-
tionship was stronger than before the crisis, it 
is quite interesting to have empirically demon-
strated that in times of crises the cause–effect 
relationship between orientation to CSR and 
performance is still positive. With this result 
the paper adds new insight for the wave of 
writings defending the business case for CSR 
initiatives because they produce direct links to 
firm’s performance.
Conclusions, Practical 
Implications, and Future 
Research
The results of this paper support that CSR 
could be a profitable strategy for small firms, 
as a way to invest resources with confidence 
that positive result could be obtained. The 
findings also confirm that this strategy can 
be used in times of economic crisis because 
the concomitant crisis of values demands new 
forms of behavior, which the market is quite 
likely to reward. Attention to stakeholders’ in-
terests and, especially, to consumers’ needs 
is the essence of CSR. This is a basic strategy 
for competitiveness. In periods that demand 
greater accountability and transparency and 
wider social and environmental initiatives, any 
firm, including SMEs, has to direct activities 
toward responsibility and take on CSR princi-
ples as a management philosophy.
The main contribution of this study has been 
to validate empirically a structural model that 
links firms’ CSR initiatives with their competi-
tive success in the market. The model also con-
siders the impacts that other variables, namely, 
innovation and performance, have on this re-
lationship, especially in a context of crisis and 
business sectors dominated by SMEs. In this 
regard, the results show that social responsi-
bility is compatible with profitability, innova-
tion, and business competitiveness. We believe 
that—given the relationship between CSR and 
its effect on innovation, which was finally con-
firmed in this analysis—CSR exercises a posi-
tive influence by stimulating innovation at this 
particular time when businesses need to open 
new horizons.
In view of the above results, the hypothe-
ses can be said to be verified in the context 
of SMEs, confirming the proposed model’s as-
sumption that carrying out CSR initiatives is 
beneficial for firms. The confirmation of the 
hypotheses means that SMEs can indeed be-
come more innovative when they include CSR 
in their activities. In particular, CSR explains 
up to 20 percent of the competitive success of 
the firms sampled, which is an important result 
of this research. The performance variable also 
contributes by explaining up to 18 percent of 
the variance of competitive success—again an 
extremely favorable result. However, we were 
unable to confirm neither any predictive power 
of innovation since neither the path coeffi-
cient nor the percentage of competitive success 
variance this variable explains are sufficiently 
strong values.
We are confident that these results can help 
managers in small firms to understand why 
they need to pay attention to CSR issues and 
what to expect from any effort they make to 
improve their firm’s social and environmen-
tal performance, not just its economic per-
formance. More specifically, the supported 
hypotheses and the model’s goodness of fit 
confirm that including CSR in public policies 
and promoting its advocacy in business orga-
nizations contributes greatly to encouraging 
and stimulating sustainable development. In 
summary, we believe that attention to CSR is 
an appropriate policy instrument for the im-
provement of businesses’ operations because 
of CSR’s positive impact on competitiveness.
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The results of the proposed model need 
to be interpreted while taking into consider-
ation the limitations of this type of analysis. 
These limitations arise mainly from the selec-
tion of the sample. While this was large for this 
type of study, the sample was constrained to 
a single Spanish region (i.e., the Autonomous 
Community of Extremadura), so the results can-
not be directly extrapolated to other contexts 
with quite different defining variables. The 
above limitation, therefore, suggests that future 
areas of analysis need to focus on firms con-
fined to other regions, resulting in comparative 
studies that will allow the model to be both 
improved and adapted to different contexts.
Nonetheless, the results can be translated into 
positive policies within the context of the poste-
conomic crisis, contributing to the definition of 
new regional strategies that can assist companies 
to achieve their CSR objectives and ultimately 
gain competitive advantages in the market. The 
research clearly shows that the concepts of CSR 
and crisis are interrelated. Since there is no 
going back to correct the deficiencies and mis-
deeds that led to the current economic crisis, 
at least firms can take advantage of the present 
identification of factors that can help overcome 
crises. In this sense, CSR emerges as an appro-
priate instrument to help companies get through 
economic recessions, fostering responsible prac-
tices among firms as a guarantee of a faster and, 
most importantly, sustainable recovery.
Therefore, the present results are an encour-
agement for further research in the area of CSR 
to understand its nuances and ways that man-
agers can take it into account in their strate-
gies. If the results for managers’ perceptions 
in time of crisis are already interesting, they 
could well be even more so in times of eco-
nomic improvement in the future. The present 
findings are certainly an incentive for managers 
to continue practicing CSR and for researchers 
to deepen their knowledge in this area.
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